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Anthropology is rooted in the endeavor to understand human 
society and to elucidate what is most significant and 
characteristic of the human experience. Having journeyed 
through many schools of thought (eg. functionalism, 
structuralism), divested itself of a restrictive past 
(colonialism, ethnocentrism), and partially worked through 
philosophical obstacles (notions of authority, subjectivity, and 
representation), one branch of anthropology has come to focus 
on the validity of peoples1 life experiences. People are not 
to be described (or inscribed) by the constructs of academic 
discourse, for they themselves transcribe their beingness in the 
living of their lives, Everyday life is the process and 
practice of creating and re-creating culture. This 
understanding leads to an "anthropology of experience" which 
holds lived experience to be the primary reality (Bruner 1986).
Using this as a theoretical jumping-off place, my present 
effort is to explore a modern malaise in the American 
experience, I do not have a label for it, but it is hinted at 
by terms like egocentricity, alienation, powerlessness, and 
passivity. Like Allen Ginsberg (1956) i am seeing "the best 
minds [and souls] of my generation destroyed by madness, 
[psychically] starving, hysterical, naked", straggling through
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the postmodern streets looking for community, meaning, and 
wellness* But all too often stumbling into apathy, competition, 
and alienation* It is easy to feel trappedt it is harder to 
find a way out.
But surely there is a way. A productive tack would seem to 
be direct confrontation of those abovementioned stumbling 
blocks, for apathy, competition, and alienation are not our 
natural conditions. They seem to have emerged from a particular 
sociohistoric context (which may now be giving way to a new 
order--see Sampson 1989), whose concomitant conceptual system 
seems rather skewed, particularly in notions of: 1) what is
political, 2) how to use power, and 3) what it is to be a 
person. If we reconceptualize politics, power and personhood 
(and act accordingly, of course!), can we turn apathy into 
participation, competition into cooperation, and alienation into 
synergy?
The case study of the Common Ground Food Co-operative 
(CGFC) of Champaign, Illinois is an exploration of a possible 
example of the kind of alternative realm which may foster these 
renewed concepts. To the extent that it performs this renewal, 
a group like CGFC may serve as a tangible model for the 
reworking of American society.
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are to reconstruct our three targeted concepts-- 
politics, power, and personhood— we must place ourselves in the 
proper position to do so. That position is the realm of actions 
manifested in everyday practices. It is in everyday life that 
concepts are made real; here, too, is whe*-e people actually 
experience the living of life. And this is the stage on which 
life's every drama is played out— moment by moment--in 
particular instances.
Renato P.osaldo (1986), in developing his style of narrative 
ethnography, gives sharp focus to the specific instances of 
experience. Using a baseball game as an analogy, he points out 
that if we focus on the rules and do not attend to the "game's 
key plays...fwe] miss the whole point of the game" (p.103). In 
a similar vein Edward Bruner's (1986) anthropology of 
experience prioritizes lived experience as the mechanism with 
which culture is continually re-created and re-fashioned. This 
ultimately opens up every action, every utterance, as a possible 
arena of conflict.
A compelling line of discussion emerges in Dorothy Smith's 
(1987) feminist critigue of sociology. Her agenda is to 
prioritize the everyday world as the problematic with which to 
meaningfully interpret human relations. In presenting her case 
she refers to Marx's critigue of the capitalist form, which 
holds that the condition of people's action and experience is 
determined by relations external to the local context of
,
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everyday life, and these relations are beyond their control. 
Continuing along this line, she states, "the life world 
disintegrates into a collection of episodes. An organizing 
logic* is located elsewhere than in an individuals own 
activity and experience** (p96). Yet as individuals we do have 
the power to resist. We roust try to steal back the life force, 
the control, the logic*, by 1) refocusing on the local, 2) 
participating and making decisions in our own groups, and 3) 
through networking, creating mediating systems.
The Politics of Everyday Life
To wrest back power is a political move. If we are to do 
this through everyday action, the political roust be accessible 
in the everyday world. This has not been the status quo.
Following Ronald Mason*s (1982) astute critique of the liberal 
political conception, we see that classical liberalism (a la 
John Locke) has equated politics with civil government, thereby 
separating the political from the social, and effectively 
abstracting it from everyday life. This diminishes the 
importance of the political by rendering it "largely irrelevant 
to the lives of citizens in the routine affairs of their daily 
existence** (plO).
Mason successfully reconceptualizes the political by 
extending its scope to the relevance of personal experience. 
Specifically, ..e recasts the political as "the efforts of
individuals to regulate their lives in common with other 
individuals11 (pl3). This involves Mthe merging of the 
individual with the group, the translating of individual desires 
into group responses, and the adaptation of circumstances to a 
bettor human condition” (pl3). These are activities within the 
province of decision-making broadly defined. clearly not 
limited to a governmental body,politics as decision-making 
occurs whenever people ’‘assemble to do and to decide things in 
common” (p!4j, even In groups of two people.
One important result of this reconceptualization is the 
linking of politics with community. Mason feels the link is so 
strong that group decision-making might be seen as a ’’requisite 
characteristic of community” (p!9). Likewise, this new reading 
of political is closely interwoven with the concept of 
participation. Basically, whenever participation is in the form 
of decision-making, it becomes political. As Mason puts it, ’’the 
political is best exemplified by participation...political 
participation is the kernel of the political” (p20). Thusly 
linked with community and participation, the political of 
everyday life is a powerful force in human development.
The Power of Everyday Life
The use of everyday life as political activity is a path to 
empowerment. But if we are to be empowered, we had best know 
what we mean by power, for it can easily be divisive rather than
unifying. As Jean Baker Miller (1976) points out in her 
feminist critique, the predominant conception has held power to 
be Mthe ability to advance oneself and, simultaneously, to 
control, limit, and if possible, destroy the power of others" 
(pi16), This notion links self-power with power over others, 
thus activating the mechanism of competition whose basic formula 
is: I win if you lose. The plain truth is that we could just 
as easily link self-power with the power of others, thus 
activating the mechanism of cooperation whose formula is: 
together, we both win.
Charles Kief fer (1984) details an expansive sense of 
empowerment which encompasses coping skills, mutual support, 
natural support systems, community organization, neighborhood 
participation, personal efficacy, competence, self-sufficiency, 
and self-esteem. This blending of the personal and the social 
highlights the mutual, cooperative nature of empowerment. 
Kieffer views empowerment as a "long-term process of adult 
learning and development" (plO), experienced through a dynamic 
engagement of constructive conflict. Here, conflict is the 
interaction of two people with "different stater of 
psychological organizations and desires"; it is constructive 
when each person is open to the influence of the other 
(Miller,1976:128-9). Conflict is not only inevitable, but is 
the source of all growth; indeed, conflict and growth are 
intertwined elements essential to empowerment.
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Such a notion of empowerment, socially based and effected 
through conflict (interaction), must certainly be enacted 
through the myriad encounters of everyday life. Now then: what 
kind of person would feel power in this way?
The Personhood of Everyday Life
What kind of person, indeed? The requisite characteristics 
are: 1) a willingness to reconceptualize one's basic notions; 
2) a desire to act vitally in the everyday world (often 
mundane); 3) a belief that the personal is political; and 4) a 
view of oneself as intertwined with others. The incumbent, Mr. 
(emphasis on maleness) Modern Liberal American Individual, does 
not seem to fit the bill.
Following Sampson*s (1985,1988,1989) most incisive critique, 
as developed through several articles, we will show the current 
incarnation of American (Western) personhood to be contrary to 
our project; further, we will present a more viable alternative.
Sampson (1985) portrays the current self as a centralized, 
equilibrium structure. Parallel developments in non-equilibrium 
physics, literary deconstructionism, and anarchic governance 
serve to break apart the illusion of order and control in such 
a condition. If we were the type of beings we imagine ourselves 
to be, **our civilization would be heading steadfast toward decay 
from homogenization and lack of coherence*' (pl210) . To continue 
evolving this old self must be replaced by a new entity:
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”personhood-as-process.,.a decentralized, multifaceted ensemble 
whose coherence as a being is sustained only by virtue of its 
becoming (emphasis mine)...whose evolvingness rather than its 
thinghood is its very essence” (pl206).
The critique continues (Sampson,1988) with the contrasting 
of two types of individualism: self-contained and ensembled. 
Self-contained individualism is that of dominant Western culture 
and is characterized as having firm boundaries, personal 
control, and an exclusionary concept of the person. Ensembled 
individualism is that of non-Western cultures, pre-fifteenth 
Century Western culture, and currently subordinated groups in 
the West. Its characterization is in stark contrast to the 
self-contained type: fluid boundaries, field control (i.e. 
external forces play a strong role), and inclusive concept of 
the person. The central notion of the ensembled type is its 
inclusiveness which can be stated thusly: ”who I am is defined 
in and through my relations with others? I am completed through 
these relations and do not exist apart from them” (Sampson, 
1988:20). A significant finding based on Deutsch's (1949,1973 
as cited in Sampson 1988) work is that cooperation appears to 
be a more solid path to achievement than does competition. More 
generally put, contrary to popular conception
ensembled individualism may better realize central 
cultural values of freedom, responsibility, and achievement 
than the currently dominant self-contained form...the task 
is to move toward the affirmation of the ensembled form and 
to encourage those kinds of social structures and arrange­
ments that make its advent more likely (Sampson,1988:21)*
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Sampson*s (1989) latest overture ties the self-contained 
individual to the liberal tradition which spawned it. Just as 
the move from pre-modernism to modernism shifted the notion of 
what is an individual, so too the move from modernism to post­
modernism requires a shift in this conception. We must suit our 
concept of the individual to the increasingly linked, globalized 
world in which s/he lives, for the liberal notion is simply 
outmoded. The emergent view is that of the ’’constitutive*' 
person, who is not the absolute owner of his self, but rather 
is the guardian of it. The powerful implications of this 
transformation have been stated as such:
What at first glance appear as **my assets** are more 
properly described as common assets...since others made me, 
and in various ways continue to make me the person I am, it 
seems appropriate to regard them...as participants in **my** 
achievements and common beneficiaries of the rewards they 
bring.(Sandel,1982:143 as cited in Sampson,1988:919).
To sum-up: the foregoing critique (Sampson,1985,1988,1989)
locates the currently dominant sense of self in its proper
sociohistoric context, namely, the modern world (nineteenth C.) ,
helping to remind us that the current formation is not fixed;
we are free to change it and/or to turn on to the changes
wrought by external forces. Either way, the time of change
seems to be at hand: the centralized, self-contained, self-
mastered, in-itself person is well suited to an age of
industrialization, capitalism, and nation-state dominance. But
the world has been changing: ecological, technological, and
economic forces are creating a globally linked world system, in
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which the current self is outmoded. A new self, or personhood, 
must now emerge. This person will define self in relation to 
others and will create meaning by 11 [engaging] in a shared, 
common process of discovery in which their goals and purposes 
are revealed in a never-ending process of living with others'* 
(Sandel,1982 cited in Sampson 1989:918).
Let us stop for a moment, catch our collective breath, and 
review what we have done. We have prioritized everyday life as 
the critical realm of human experience. With this in mind we 
have reappraised the very relevant concepts of politics, power 
and personhood, imbuing them with dynamic processes of social 
interaction. Soon we will examine a food cooperative to see how 
well it facilitates these processes with which people can 
empower themselves against post-modern malaise. But first, to 
help contextualize our case study, we will take a look at its 
larger setting: the food industry.
The Food Industry
Characteristics and Problems
Modern food production and distribution— also known as 
agribusiness-- is an international, commodity-based system 
organized on a hierarchical basis. It is energy- and capital- 
intensive. Premised on food as commodity, it seeks to extract 
the highest possible yields. To this end the system is highly 
mechanized, relying on extensive use of irrigation, synthetic
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fertilizers, chemical pesticides and genetic engineering 
(Warnock,1987:307).
Power and control are concentrated in the food industry. A 
handful of agribusiness corporations dominate the processing, 
manufacturing, and marketing of food. Likewise, a few firms 
produce most of the products used in agriculture, including 65% 
of petroleum -based products, 75% of the chemicals, and 50% of 
hybrid seeds (Myers,1984:82). These corporations exert much 
influence on the food system, and since they are hierarchically 
organized, an oligarchical system results. Thus, the fate of 
much of the world1 s food supply lies in the hands of the few- 
-a rather unappetizing thought.
A host of ecological problems have developed due to the 
highly extractive practices of agribusiness. Loss of 
biodiversity, due to genetic engineering, monucropping and the 
never-ending encroachment onto marginal lands (eg. rainforests), 
reigns as the most tragic and dangerous problem. Increased 
toxicity from pesticides, soil erosion from overgrazing, and 
pollution from high energy demands round out the environmental 
damage.
Most pressing and distressing by far, in human terms, is the 
suffering of hunger. Agribusiness produces enough food to 
provide each person with 3600 calories per day— enough to make 
someone fat (Lappe and Collins,1986:9). But this food is not
K distributed equally. Amazingly, there is a net flow of food
from underdeveloped nations to developed ones: to ameliorate 
their debts, Third World nations will use prime land to grow 
cash crops for export instead of food staples for their hungry 
citizens. Moreover, within those nations (and in developed 
nations, too) food is hoarded by the rich sector while many 
starve.
Food Cooperatives vs. Supermarkets
The food industry literature does not offer any plan for a 
comprehensive alternative to the industrial food system. 
However, if the world truly were held to be a global village, 
and if food were recognized as a natural resource for communal 
access instead of a possessed commodity for market economy, then 
the problems of distribution might work themselves out.
Meanwhile, we must work from the bottom up. Wendell Berry 
(1990) presents the following suggestions for action at the 
individual level: 1) participate in food production— i.e. tend 
a garden; 2) prepare your own food; 3) buy from local growers;4) 
educate yourself about the food industry? and 5) get involved 
with the food you eat (pp. 149-50). The next level up is to join 
or start a food cooperative.
Supermarkets are the retail end of the food industry. If 
you want to change the food industry from below, food co-ops can 
be a good start. Co-ops are alternatively structured? as a 
member you are a part owner. Profits are shared proportionately
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to level of involvement. Also, co-ops may carry many organic 
products and buy from local farmers, both of which are 
ecologically-sound practices.
At the level of individual, everyday life co-ops may provide 
a very real alternative to the mainstream shopping experience. 
Indeed, there is much at stake, fo** the supermarket is a realm 
of commodity fetishism. Commodity fetishism (as developed by 
Marx) is the process by which industrial capitalist society 
transforms human activities; and natural elements, eg. labor, 
land, or food, into phantom objects, Having been abstracted 
from their social context, these phantom objects become imbued 
with a life force of their own and come to obscure the relations 
between people and their world. These objects, once natural but 
made alien, must be contended with; the more animated they 
become, and the more they obscure human relations, the more 
thing-iike people become (Taussig,1980; 3-12) .
At co-ops like the Common Ground Food Co-operative (CGFC) 
people are actively seeking to reverse the trend— to steal back
the power, the life force, that has come to res
commodities. To such an end CGFC sets itself up
alternative to the world of supermarkets— that world in which 
a person’s key interactions are with big carts, big lines, 
talking laser machines, and of course endless aisles of 
commodities. We humans are helplessly outnumbered in 
supermarkets. As we wander through the Isle (aisle) of Cereal,
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it should be all too clear that we are merely players in 
somebody else*s territorial struggle: Big Men such as Pac Man 
and Ninja Turtle are engaged in the battle for shelf space— a 
battle in which they vie for the hearts and souls (and stomachs) 
of the passing consumers. In such a world, who is consuming 
whom? These ubiquitous entities populate every realm of our 
world, speaking to us through our tvs and radios, our newspapers 
and magazines, from in our streets on billboards, and in our 
friend1s and neighbors1 homes: they surround us. Our 
circumscription is completed and brought to its smothering 
epiphany when we enter their dominions— namely, the 
supermarkets, where we wander through the maze of products (and 
haze of sublirninal music), staring up at them as they 
unflinchingly glare back (with an unblinking, panoptic gaze?).
It is against this supermarket experience that CGFC 
counterpoises itself as alternative. At CGFC products do not 
tower over you in endless aisles, nor do they solicit you with 
the ferocity of a mil 1ion-dollar Madison Avenue campaign. The 
philosophy behind CGFC’s inventory is to provide a full line of 
nutritious products with enough variety to allow for different 
tastes. Yet the expansion of inventory is tempered by many 
factors, including space limitations, political concerns (food 
production practices), nutritional concerns, and environmental 
concerns. Moreover, CGFC products are either lesser known 
brands or brandless, so all the hype and warfare of advertizing
are circumvented.
Most of all, the environment itself is strikingly different. 
CGFC is .mall and cozy, with no big carts or weird machines. 
It is a social scene; people know each other and stop to talk. 
Here we see the desired reversal; the fetish, the life force, 
is taken away from the objects (products) and given back to the 
people from whom it had been usurped.
CGFC provides a significantly alternative environment to 
supermarkets. Not all co-ops do. The degree to which a co-op 
reverses commodity fetishism is ^ased on the extent to which it; 
1) remains small? 2) minimizes packaged and canned goods?3) 
educates on food politics; 4) utilizes member labor? 5) promotes 
social interaction? and 6) feels like an alternative, supportive 
space. This is not an exhaustive list.
We will now turn our gaze to our case study. As we appraise 
CGFC in terms of politics, power, and personhood, we will work 
simultaneously backward to refine these concepts. As we travel 
through the case study, please think continually of CGFCrs 
grounding— it is a food store— and the prime contrast thereof- 
-co-ops versus supermarkets. In other words, although CGFC may 
not fully transform reality to tne plane of our reworked 
notions, yet it does provide a space more fully imbued with the 
right opportunities than does a mainstream food store.
Case Study: The Common Ground Food Co-operative
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Nature of the Study
This section must begin with a statement of my position­
ality, which itself begins with my history of involvement at 
CGFC. I joined as a working member (to be defined in the next 
section) in June 1988. For almost one and one-half years my 
participation was slight; I put in my worker hours and bought 
some percentage of my groceries there, but did not think any 
more about it. In October 1989 I was desperate for two needs; 
fieldwork for this project and Meaningful Work (as opposed to 
unfulfilling jobs). Thinking that CGFC might answer both needs, 
I attended the General Membership Meeting of November.
The meeting exploded in swirls of ideology and existential 
quandaries; "Who are we?1* MWhat do we believe?M "What are we 
really doing...and where are we going?'* When the dust cleared, 
I found myself on a task force whose mission on one level was 
to answer these impossible questions, and on another level to 
determine whether co-ordinators should get a pay raise. It was 
then that I knew I had come to the right place. I became 
increasingly more involved at CGFC and decided to use it as my 
case study.
That is my story? the story of the study is as follows. I 
performed formal, open-ended interviews of nine members who, 
either past or present, had been among those most involved. 
This first round of questioning provided a basic sense of
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history, structure and ideology, as well as eliciting notions 
of participation, leadership, and process. At first these 
concerns seemed productive? but as my experience of CGFC 
changed, there seemed to be a bigger story to tell. Also, CGFC 
did not seem as concerned about process as I was, so 1 stopped 
pressing the point. Rather than process and structure, the 
story seemed to be one of feeling and experience. Coinci- 
dently, a wonderful twist of fate put me in touch with Collin 
van Uchelen (Community Psychology Ph.D. student, Univ. 
Illinois), who plugged me into the theory which was to become 
my focus. Following this new focus, I performed open-ended 
interviews of the current co-ordinators (to be defined) 
concerning the notions of politics, power, and personhood.
Before we move on I must offer the following two explana- 
tions/disclaimers. Concerning representativeness: no effort
was made to interview the rank and file members who comprise the 
bulk of the membership. This study is concerned with the most 
active members, who even though they comprise only ten percent 
of the population, they represent about eighty or ninety percent 
of the energy. Then again, I actively interviewed only ten 
percent of that group of highly active members. Concerning 
positionality: during the time this study was conducted, I
embodied three different positions at CGFC, each successively 
more involved. Indeed, midway through the study it had become 
more important to me to be a co-opster than an anthropologist.
This shifting of the balance from observer to participant has 
made it difficult to separate personal experience from group 
reality. As such I must leave it to the reader to determine if 
this study speaks more of the nature of the group or of myself.
Description and Brief History
(Some material in this section is taken from "The CGFC 
Handbook** and the "New Member Orientation Handout*'.)
CGFC is a member-owned and -operated food co-operative. It 
is a program of the Illinois Disciples Foundation (IDF) and is 
located on the lower level of the building at the northwest 
corner of Wright and Springfield Streets in Champaign, Illinois. 
Yet CGFC is as autonomous, not-for-profit organization. CGFC 
engages in a symbiotic relationship with IDF, which provides 
rent- and utility-free space.
A clear, concise statement of CGFC philosophy is prob­
lematic. Through the years there have been diverse— even 
conf1icting--motivations which have not necessarily gotten 
resolved or articulated. Philosophical issues are usually not 
overtly addressed; indeed, no formal statement of beliefs has 
been issued since the 1984 revision of the CGFC Constitution. 
According to a current orientation handout (and based on that 
Constitution), CGFC's purposes are: 1) to provide wholesome
food at low prices; 2) to provide information about food, 
nutrition, and the economics of food production and
distribution; 3) to promote the principles of co-operation; and 
4) to promote an environmentally sound, economically viable, and 
socially just food system.
Beyond those points there is a focus on promoting vegetar­
ianism and creating a friendly atmosphere. Perhaps CGFC 
philosophy could be summed up in the following goal; to 
establish and maintain a nice place where one can meet and 
interact with good people and buy the kinds of food one likes 
(wholesome, unpackaged, unprocessed, organic) at reasonable 
prices. Or maybe not. At the time of this writing a revised 
mission statement is being prepared to be submitted for approval 
by the general membership. The ensuing discussion is expected 
to be lively.
CGFC is a membership co-op--one must be a member to shop 
there--in this way it is something of a cross between a buying 
club and a food store. Membership consists of paying an annual 
fee; there are approximately 500 members. A new member chooses 
whether to be a working or non-working member. Members are 
encouraged to be workers,for the smooth functioning of the Co­
op is reliant on volunteer member labor, and because sharing the 
work enacts the prime goal of co-operativism.
Membership categories/work structure is as follows: l) non­
workers (approximately 40% of membership) work zero hours and 
pay 50% above CGFC*s wholesale prices; 2 ) workers (55%) work 
three hours per month and pay 201 above wholesale--work includes
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in-store stocking and cleaning, out-of-store projects like 
tempeh making, and committee work like product evaluation; 3) 
core-workers (5%) work three hours per week and pay wholesale 
prices— work includes cashiering, accounting, organizing bread 
baking, and any other worker tasks? 4) co-ordinators (1%) work 
ten hours per week, pay wholesale prices, and receive a wage of 
$4.50 per hour— work includes managing the store, ordering, 
organizing volunteer labor, and anything else that needs to be 
done; 5) one half-time store manager who works twenty hours per 
week, pays wholesale prices, and receives a yearly salary of 
$7200 plus health benefits-~work includes finances, co­
ordinating the co-ordinators, and anything else.
CGFC is open five days per week for a total of thirty-five 
hours. The inventory consists of whole grains and flours, fresh 
produce, dried beans, dairy products, bulk nut butters, dried 
fruits, nuts, spices, teas, and baked goods. Most products are 
bought from other co-ops so as to support an alternative network 
of food distribution. To support ecological and health 
consciousness, CGFC sells food mostly in bulk (minimal pack­
aging) , sells many organic products (no harmful chemical 
pesticides)— although price concerns often mandate the option 
of commercial varieties, and sells many locally grown and 
produced items (bioregional focus).
Brief History: CGFC was founded in August 1978 as part* of
IDF1s efforts to address its surrounding neighborhood's concerns
CGFC wasover security, transportation, and food costs, 
envisioned not only as a communal means for getting a handle on 
rising food costs ("Good food at low prices for as many people 
as possible"), but also as an alternative structure for economic 
democracy ("Food for people, not for prof it"). In other words, 
IDF sought to provide a realm in which people could play a more 
active role in food procurement— thereby feeling empowered—  
while reducing their food bills. Several public meetings showed 
much support for this idea? a charter was obtained, an order was 
placed, and the Common Ground Food Co-operative opened on August 
21, 1978.
CGFC * s history can be divided roughly into three periods. 
In the early years (1978-1983) operations were limited to 
produce layed out on a folding table (at first an old pool table 
was used!) two days a week. Inventory was quite limited? 
equipment was non-existent. At first the dream was kept alive- 
-and the bulk of the work was done— by the few founding members? 
slowly new people became committed.
The focus of this period was food costs and economic 
justice, with vegetarianism emerging as a central ethic. There 
were conflicts. Vegetarianism alienated some members? there was 
a black/white schism, culminating in the withdrawal of the black 
community, who felt their food preferences were being ignored. 
Bad feelings centered around the worker/non-worker distinction: 
workers felt their labor was abused, and non-workers resented
paying higher prices— this conflict was not (and still has not 
been) resolved. The biggest threat by far, however, was a large 
debt incurred during the first year of operation. CGFC almost 
folded in the face of this debt, but strongly-committed members 
bailed it out, and the debt was ameliorated by the end of this 
period.
The transition to the next period (1983-1988) came in the 
guise of a changing of the guard. The leaders (co-ordinators) 
of the first period had been IDF board members? but they had 
previously agreed to step aside once CGFC was ready to hold its 
own ground. The amelioration of the debt signaled this 
condition. The new co-ordinators focused on different issues 
according to their personal vision. The vegetarian ethic which 
began in the early years now mushroomed; the prime concerns 
became nutrition, ecology, and education as a political 
activity. More than anything, the vision was for CGFC to become 
a complete alternative to the food shopping experience: CGFC
should be a full-line store able to provide all the products its 
members need. This vision required a great expansion in 
products, services and hours.
A tight-knit group of believers spurred on this trans- 
formation--this was the period of great change. Inventory 
exploded; bread baking began; equipment (bins, shelves, coolers, 
freezers) was procured? a third and then a fourth day of oper­
ation was established. Things were exciting and hectic, and
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there were conflicts to face. Finding equipment and replacing 
malfunctioning units was a constant problem. Volunteer versus 
paid labor surfaced as an issue when a half-time paid position 
was established; the issue was not fully addressed, and was to 
re-emerge later. Although a tight community formed, it was 
perhaps somewhat clique-ish, thereby alienating some members. 
Overall, these were the most vibrant years, and the vision was 
attained to a high degree.
THe big growth period segued into the most recent period 
(1988-present) amid personnel changes. Unlike the previous 
transition, no great new vision emerged. Partly because some 
co-ordinators stayed on, and partly because the feeling was that 
something great had been built and the charge was to maintain 
it. This, then, seems to be a period of maintenance— a time of 
streamlining, smoothing out and formalizing. The main focus is 
the same, though there are some new wrinkles. Or rather, some 
old ones.
Some of those unresolved issues have been re-emerging and 
demanding to be settled. Volunteer versus paid labor brought 
policy meetings to a standstill for six months before being 
(partially) resolved in the decision that it is good for CGFC 
to provide decent, alternative jobs with a (somewhat) living 
wage— namely, the co-ordinator positions. The worker versus 
non-worker tensions are rumbling again, yet are nowhere near 
resolution. Two new conflicts have emerged. CGFC has reached
its growth potential in its current location; expansion space 
in the same building is questionable, and a new building might 
be financially impossible. Also, product evaluation has become 
difficult; rather than being expanded, inventory must be fine- 
tuned for space considerations. This period, with its emphasis 
on maintenance and self-assessment, has been less vibrant than 
the last.
I hope the foregoing sketch will sufficiently acquaint the 
reader with CGFC. Perhaps the most salient points to glean from 
its history is that, first, over a twelve year period many 
people have been involved at CGFC, and despite tnis transience, 
it has been in constant operation. Such longevity is no mean 
feat. Further, it has been ever expanding, yet always trying 
to reconcile the old with the new. Lastly, CGFC has blossomed 
at a time when the larger society has been less than friendly 
to alternative economic structures.
With these points in mind, we will assess our case study in 
terms of our theory, and vice versa. As a reminder, we are 
exploring the nature of politics, power, and personhood in the 
realm of everyday life.
Everyday Politics at CGFC
Our notion of the political (from Mason,1982) focuses on 
people joining together to Mregulate their lives in common*', to 
make choices and group responses to their situations. A food
co-op would seem to be a classic example of this. And to some 
extent it is. Truly, the very existence of CGFC is political, 
for it is a group ot people who have assembled "to do and to 
decide things in common." CGFC is the creation of a group, a 
merging of individual desires, where none was before, to adapt 
"circumstances to a better human condition." In this regard, 
everyone who gets involved feels much more political than when 
they shopped at supermarkets.
However, beyond this existential level, the political 
experience is somewhat lacking. The opportunity for such 
experience clearly exists, yet it is not truly encouraged and 
facilitated. When people join CGFC a few statements of its 
political nature are offered but not stressed. The individual 
is then left to his own devices to derive a political exper­
ience; this is hit or miss--some find it, some do not. Even at 
the highest level of involvement the political can be shrouded. 
Co-ordinators know their actions ire political, yet they may 
lose the sense of it in the day-to-day mundanities ot store 
operations--that is, rinsing tofu, stirring nut butters, and 
running a register do not feel inherently political. In order 
to counteract these tendencies overt efforts must be made to 
stress the political nature of one's actions. This process 
could start with a clearer statement of goals at orientation 
meetings, could continue with more constant and direct 
communication, end could blossom with increased self-educa-
tion and outreach.
The most pointed critique of CGFC's politics lies in its 
decision-making process. Decision-making is the central element 
in our renewed notion of the political; the measure of people’s 
political activity lies in their decision-making practices. In 
this key area CGFC does not promote the political as well as it 
might. Their decision-making is messy. Some decisions are made 
at monthly meetings of the general membership (usual attendance 
around twenty --4% of membership), some at weekly co-ordinator
meetings, and some on an ad.„hoc basis by one or two people.
Generally, policy decisions are made at general meetings, and 
daily operation concerns are dealt with at co-ordinator 
meetings, though the distinction is fuzzy.
During this study a controversy over a proposed pay raise 
tested CGFC•s decision-making process. Allegedly the process 
is consensus decision-making, but there is not a well defined, 
agreed on concept of consensus. Moreover, the necessary tools 
and practices to facilitate it are missing, and people do not 
fully engage one another--discussions resemble serial monologues 
rather than dialogues. Overall, meetings have an undertone (and 
undertow?) of inertia. After dragging on for six months (with 
roots going back several years), the issue was resolved, but 
most participants came away frustrated by the whole encounter. 
A critique of the process emerged focusing on the need for 
better communication and more focus on process. Hopefully, this
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critique will lead to a better practice of decision-making*
At this point we can turn the critique around and ask if we 
are putting too much emphasis on group decision-making? Some 
people do not relate well to meetings and decision-making 
processes; they feel the experience of the political in terms 
of participation, irrespective of decision-making, even broadly 
defined. This is participation as the enactment or deter­
mination of self. For any act of participation is an act of 
determination, and it is determination which is the essence of 
the political: both determination of choices (i.e., decision­
making) and determination of self (i.e., participation or 
action).
Everyday Power at CGFC
Our notion of power seeks to prioritize co-operation (power 
with others) over competition (power over others). To this end 
we are interested in a socially based self-empowerment garnered 
through open-minded interaction. Again, a food co-op would seem 
to fit the bill. Before we assess this claim we must clarify 
the notion of empowerment. There are two distinct yet related 
strands which must be disentangled. The first is the empower­
ment of self-esteem (and self-identity), its focus being: I do
this, and I grow from it. The second is the empowerment of 
community (connectedness): we do this, and we know each other.
CGFC is very successful at fostering empowerment in the
self-esteem sense. It provides an encouraging avenue for the 
development and practice of a wide range of skills? people have 
learned to lead projects like bread baking, teach cooking 
classes, edit newsletters, and help to run a co-operative 
business. This avenue is open to any member who would choose 
to participate. Indeed, two of the key members of the last 
several years have referred to CGFC as a "testing ground, a 
place for people to learn"— perhaps akin to the Peace Corps in 
the I960 * s— even though this approach slows things down and can 
make meetings quite frustrating. The focus here is clearly 
self-growth rather than structural integrity. The strongest 
example of this empowerment is the creation of CGFC as a 
complete store. The leaders of this vision were able to 
accomplish personal goals by working with others in a supportive 
atmosphere. They have said they never could have accomplished 
such things without CGFC. Conversely, it was the force of their 
personal energies that fed CGFC allowing it to blossom.
The track record for empowerment in the community sense has 
been less than stellar. To be sure, people have gained this 
experience, but there are major barriers to be overcome. CGFC 
is a part-time endeavor for even its most active members? it is 
only one of a number of key pursuits in their lives. Thus, 
their energy is fragmented. Moreover, people simply do not see 
each other enough to form the bonds necessary for community. 
When these bonds do form, another obstacle may break them apart.
This obstacle is the transient population indigenous to a 
college town like Champaign, Illinois. Most members of CGFC are 
affiliated with the University as either student, faculty, or 
staff; this being so, membership is constantly turning over. 
Recently, for example, several longtime members, including four 
co-ordinators, have left town.
The strongest example of overcoming these barriers seems to 
be the leaders of the vision during the growth period. They 
directed much prime energy to CGFC; they put in 40-60 hours per 
week; they ran around together ferreting out equipment. It 
seems they developed community? however, it was a small commu­
nity that may have been alienating to those outside their inner 
circle.
Another example of community-type empowerment is the 
functioning of CGFC as a support group. Once, when a longtime 
member suffered a serious illness, several members rallied 
together, visited her, and helped her through her recovery 
process. A more constant support can be seen in the area of 
identification. CGFC is a refuge where minorities (vegetarians, 
collectivists) can find strength by being with like-minded folk. 
By the way, this is where the strand of community/connectedness 
ties back into that of self-identity/self-esteem.
Everyday Personhood atCGFC
Our notion of personhood (from Sampson 1985, 1988, 1989)
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seeks to replace the firmly-bounded, self-contained type with 
ensembled persons who realize their interconnectedness with 
others. Once again, we might expect a food co-op to do the 
trick. However, personhood runs very deep and is heavily 
steeped in the cultural code. Ine dominant mode is hard to 
break. Of course, personhood is not an either/or proposition 
as my summary of Sampson may intimate erroneously: we all
possess strands of both self-contained ego and ensembled self.
In some ways CGFC re-inforces the old notion of self: ”if
I don’t do this, it won’t get done”. Still, this ego-aggran­
dizing is not fully self-contained, for actions at CGFC are 
significantly group focused. On the other hand the ensembled 
experience is manifest in collective work activities, parti­
cularly in special projects like bread baking, tempeh making, 
and the Community Cafe meal. Also, members learn to live with 
field control, for any act one takes gets sucked into the mess 
of the group.
So, even though CGFC does not replace the self-mastered 
person with the ensembled one, it does provide some experience 
of connectedness. People cherish this experience, for it is 
hard to come by in American (Western) society. Particularly, 
former members were blithely wistful in relating memories that 
outshine their present experiences. Most notable was the 
following quote: ’’The collective effort was great? it added a
dimension of joy not possible alone”.
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Conclusion
What have we found? Is CGFC the kind of alternative realm 
which, by fostering our renewed notions of politics, power, and 
personhood, will rework American society? Not quite. People 
there just are not trying that hard to: 1) "translate 
individual desires into group responses’* (Mason, 1982: 1.3) 
through participation and decision-making; 2 ) devote much energy 
to the "long-term process of adult learning and development" 
(Kieffer, 1984: 10) which characterizes empowerment; and 3) 
engage in the "shared, common process of discovery" (Sampson, 
1989: 918) of the ensembled self.
Those endeavors are really not the basic goal or key 
experience at CGFC. The basic goal seems to be the creation of 
a food store which is "an alternative to huge food-for-profit 
supermarkets" (CGFC leaflet, 1989). The key experience is one 
of self-growth and socializing (and food buying!) in a friendly, 
supportive atmosphere.
Still, although our project is not focal here, nevertheless 
CGFC partially accomplishes this three-pronged reworking of 
experience* Good opportunities are created that otherwise do 
not exist in the food-buying experience. People do capitalize 
on these opportunities. Namely, people find a political outlet 
here? people gain experience in consensus decision-making
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(although, they learn more about the pitfalls than the 
triumphs)? people learn to work together? some become 
wonderfully enabled and empowered through their participation? 
some have meaningful experiences of self-expression? at times, 
the entwined and interdependent nature of self is revealed—  
both in successes and failures? and there have been powerful 
connections and communions of selves, including marriages of 
members.
CGFC is presently in a period of self-inquiry. Upcoming 
decisions will bear on future priorities. In regards to the 
reworking of experience there is room for improvement. The 
political could be made more overt through increasing the focus 
on process, practicing decision-making, and widening the base 
of participation, Such an expansion in participation would 
empower more people with self-esteem (self-efficacy). The road 
to community would have to be paved with clearly stated, shared 
goals plus much communication. Only as such community is built 
would ensembled personhood begin to flourish. It would help for 
folks to spend more time together— both working and socializing.
The Common Ground Food Co-operative is a powerful place rife 
with prime opportunities. For those who tap into its potential, 
the sky is the limit. I think Maddy Fraioli, an early member, 
said it best in a Newsletter article (March/April 1981):
Cheers! It’s nice to know the Food Co-op is alive and 
well in Champaign/Urbana. It's working!...All of us [are] 
familiar with some kind of cooperative, either in our homes 
or with our families. CoOoperation is the basis of any of
our relationships (it only takes two...) . . .Every new member, 
idea, or suggestion, every new food item the Co-op carries, 
serves to extend our activities and benefits to larger 
segments of the community. Eventually, one may envision an 
attractive store front, sliding glass fridge doors, and 
maybe even regular hours! But, it is important to recognize 
that the lack of these conveniences does not, in any way, 
deter from the special vitality we all feel and encourage in 
each other about the Co-op. Our good energy anc good spirit 
[sic] is by far the ripest fruit of the cooperative system.
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